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A REAL LIFE

MAN came along and fell

in love with Dorrie Beck. At

least, he wanted to marry her.
It was true.

“If her brother were alive she would
never have needed to get married,”
Millicent said. What did she mean?
Not something shameful. And she didn’t
mean money, either. She meant that
love had existed, kindness had created
comfort, and in the poor, somewhat
feckless life Dorrie and Albert Beck
had lived together, loneliness had not
been a threat. Millicent, who was
shrewd and practical in some ways,
was stubbornly sentimental in others.
She believed always in the sweetness
of affection that was untainted by sex.

She thought it was the way Dorrie
used her knife and fork that had cap-
tivated the man. Indeed, it was the
same way he used his. Dorrie kept
her fork in her left hand and used the
right only for cutting. That was be-
cause she had been to Whitby Ladies’
College when she was young. A last
spurt of the Becks’ money. Another
thing she had learned there was a
beautiful handwriting, and that might
have been a factor as well, because
after the first meeting the entire court-
ship appeared to have been conducted
by letter. Millicent loved the sound of
Whitby Ladies’ College, and it was
her plan—not shared with anybody
that her own daughter would go there
someday.

Millicent was not an uneducated

person herself. She had taught school,
she hadn’t married early. She had re-
jected two serious boyfriends—
one because she couldn’t stand %
his mother, one because he
tried putting his tongue in her
mouth—before she agreed to @
marry Porter, who was nine-
teen years older than she was.
He owned three farms, and he prom-
ised her a bathroom within a year, and
a dining-room suite and a chesterfield
and chairs. On their wedding night he
said, “Now you’ve got to take what’s
coming to you,” but she knew it was
not unkindly meant.

That was in 1933.

She had three children, fairly quickly,
and after the third baby she developed
some problems. Porter was decent—
mostly, after that, he let her alone.
The Beck house was on Porter’s

land, but he wasn’t the one who had
bought them out. He bought Albert
and Dorrie’s place from the man who
had bought it from them. So, techni-
cally, they were renting their old house
back from Porter. But money did not
enter the picture. When Albert was
alive he would show up and work for
a day when important jobs were un-
dertaken—when they were pouring
the cement floor in the barn or putting
the hay in the mow. Dorrie had come
along on those occasions, and also
when Millicent had a new baby or was
housecleaning. Dorrie had remarkable
strength for lugging furniture about,
and could do a man’s work, like put-
ting up the storm windows. At the start
of a hard job—such as ripping the
wallpaper off a whole room—she would
settle back her shoulders and draw a
deep, happy breath. She glowed with
resolution. She was a big, firm woman
with heavy legs, chestnut-brown hair,
a broad, bashful face and dark freckles
like dots of velvet. A man in the area
had named a horse after her.

In spite of her enjoyment of house-
cleaning, she did not do a lot of it at
home. The house that she and Albert
had lived in—that she lived in alone
after his death—was large and hand-
somely laid out but practically without
furniture. Furniture would come up in
Dorrie’s conversation—the oak side-
board, Mother’s wardrobe, the spool
bed—but tacked on to this mention was
always the phrase “that went at the
Auction.” The Auction sounded like a
natural disaster, something like a flood

and windstorm together, about
which it would be pointless to
@ complain. No carpets remained,
either, and no pictures. There
was just the calendar from
Nunn’s Grocery, which Albert

P used to work for. Absences of
customary things—and the presence of
others, such as Dorrie’s traps and guns
and the boards for stretching rabbit
and muskrat skins—had made the rooms
lose their designations, made the no-
tion of cleaning them seem frivolous.
Once, in the summer, Millicent saw
a pile of dog dirt at the head of the
stairs. She didn’t see it while it was
fresh, but it was fresh enough to seem
an offense. Through the summer it
changed, from brown to gray. It be-
came stony, dignified, and stable,
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and, strangely, Millicent herself found
less and less need to see it as anything
but something that had a right to be
there.

Delilah was the dog responsible.
She was black, part Labrador. She
chased cars, and eventually this was
how she got herself killed. After Albert’s
death, both she and Dorrie may have
come a little unhinged. But this was
not something anybody could spot right
away. At first, it was just that there was
n6 man coming home, and so no set
time to get supper. There were no
men’s clothes to wash—cutting out the
idea of regular washing. Nobody to
talk to, so Dorrie talked more to
Millicent or to both Millicent and
Porter. She talked about Albert and his
job, which had been driving Nunn’s
Grocery Wagon, and later their truck,
all over the countryside. He had gone
to college, he was no dunce, but when
he came home from the Great War he
was not very well, and he thought it
best to be out-of-doors, so he got the
job driving for Nunn’s and kept it until
he died. He was a man of inexhaust-
ible sociability and did more than sim-
ply deliver groceries. He gave people
a lift to town. He brought patients
home from the hospital. He had a
crazy woman on his route, and once
when he was getting her groceries out
of the truck he had a compulsion to
look around. There she stood with a
hatchet, about to brain him. In fact,
her swing had already begun, and
when he slipped out of range she had
to continue, chopping neatly into the
box of groceries and cleaving a pound
of butter. He kept on making deliveries
to her, not having the heart to turn her
over to the authorities, who would take
her to the asylum. She never took up
the hatchet again but gave him cup-
cakes sprinkled with evil-looking seeds,
which he threw into the grass at the
end of the lane. Other women, more
than one, had shown themselves to
him naked. One of them arose out of
a tub of bath water in the middle of
the kitchen floor, and Albert bowed
low and set the groceries at her feet.
“Aren’t some people amazing?” said
Dorrie. And she also told about a
bachelor whose house was overrun by
rats, so that he had to keep his food
slung in a sack from the kitchen beams.
But the rats ran out along the beams
and leaped upon the sack and clawed
it apart, and eventually the fellow was
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obliged to take all his food into bed
with him.

“Albert always said people living
alone are to be pitied,” said Dorrie—
as if she did not understand that she
was now one of them. Albert’s heart
had given out—he had only had time
to pull to the side of the road and stop
the truck. He died in a lovely spot,
where black oaks grew in a bottom-
land, and a sweet, clear creek ran
beside the road.

Dorrie mentioned other things Al-
bert had told her, concerning the Becks
in the early days. How they came up
the river in a raft, two brothers, and
started a mill at the Big Bend, where
there was nothing but the wildwoods.
And nothing now, either, but the ruins
of their mill and dam. The farm was
never a livelihood but a hobby, when
they built the big house and brought
out the furniture from Edinburgh. The
bedsteads, the chairs, the carved chests
that went in the Auction. They brought
it round the Horn, Dorrie said, and up
Lake Huron and so up the river. Oh,
Dorrie, said Millicent, that is not
possible, and she brought a school
geography book she had kept, to point
out the error. It must have been a
canal, then, said Dorrie. I recall a
canal. The Panama Canal? More likely
it was the Erie Canal, said Millicent.

“Yes,” said Dorrie. “Round the Horn
and into the Erie Canal.”

“Dorrie is a true lady, no matter
what anybody says,” said Millicent to
Porter, who did not argue. He was
used to her absolute, personal judg-
ments. “She is a hundred times more
a lady than Muriel Snow,” said
Millicent, naming the person who might
be called her best friend. “I say that,
and I love Muriel Snow dearly.”

Porter was used to hearing that, too:
“I love Muriel Snow dearly, and I
would stick up for her no matter what.”
“I love Muriel Snow, but that does not
mean I approve of everything she does.”

The smoking. And saying hot damn,
Chrissakes, poop. I nearly pooped my
pants.

Muriel Snow had not been Milli-
cent’s first choice for best friend. In the
early days of her marriage she had set
her sights high. Mrs. Lawyer Nes-
bitt. Mrs. Doctor Finnegan. Mrs. Doud.
They let her take on a donkey’s load
of work in the Women’s Auxiliary at
the church, but they never asked her
to their tea parties. She was never

FINE.
AND You?

inside their houses, unless it was to a
meeting. Porter was a farmer. No
matter how many farms. She should
have known.

She met Muriel when she decided
that her daughter, Betty Jean, would
take piano lessons. Muriel was the
music teacher. She taught in the schools
as well as privately. Times being what
they were, she charged only twenty
cents a lesson. She played the organ at
the church and directed various choirs,
but some of that was for nothing. She
and Millicent got on so well that soon
she was in Millicent’s house as often
as Dorrie was, though on a rather
different footing.

Muriel was over thirty and had
never been married. Getting married
was something she talked about openly,
jokingly, and plaintively, particularly
when Porter was around. “Don’t you
know any men, Porter?” she would
say. “Can’t you dig up just one decent
man for me?” Porter would say maybe
he could, but maybe she wouldn’t think
they were so decent. In the summers
Muriel went to visit a sister in Montreal,
and once she went to stay with some
cousins she had never met, only writ-
ten to, in Philadelphia. The first thing
she reported on, when she got back,
was the man situation.

“Terrible. They all get married
young, they’re Catholics, and the wives
never die—they’re too busy having
babies.”

“Oh, they had somebody lined up
for me, but I saw right away he would

never pan out. He was one of those
ones with the mothers.”

“I did meet one, but he had an
awful failing. He didn’t cut his toe-
nails. Big yellow toenails. Well? Aren’t
you going to ask me how I found out?”

Muriel was always dressed in some
shade of blue. A woman should pick
a color that really suits her and wear
it all the time, she said. Like your
perfume. It should be your signature.
Blue was widely thought to be a color
for blondes, but that was incorrect.
Blue often made a blonde look more
washed-out than she was to start with.
It suited best a warm-looking skin,
like Muriel’s—skin that took a good
tan and never entirely lost it. It suited
brown hair and brown eyes, which
were hers as well. She never skimped
on her clothes—it was a mistake to.
Her fingernails were always painted—
a rich and distracting color, apricot or
blood ruby or even gold. She was small
and round; she did exercises to keep
her tidy waistline. She had a dark mole
on the front of her neck, like a jewel
on an invisible chain, and another, like
a tear, at the corner of one eye.

“The word for you is not ‘pretty,””
Millicent said one day, surprising
herself. “It’s ‘bewitching.’” Then she
flushed at her own tribute, knowing
she sounded childish and excessive.

Muriel flushed a little too, but with
pleasure. She drank in admiration,
frankly courted it. Once she dropped in
on her way to a concert in Walley, which
she hoped would yield rewards. She
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had on an ice-blue dress that shim-
mered.

“And that isn’t all,” she said. “Ev-
erything I have on is new, and every-
thing is silk.”

It wasn’t true that she never found
a man. She found one fairly often but
hardly ever one that she could bring
to supper. She found them in other
towns, where she took her choirs to
massed concerts, in Toronto at piano
recitals to which she might take a
promising student. Sometimes she found
them in the students’ own homes. They
were the uncles, the fathers, the grand-
fathers, and the reason that they would
not come into Millicent’s house but
only wave—sometimes curtly, some-
times with bravado—from a waiting
car was that they were married. A
bedridden wife, a drinking wife, a
vicious shrew of a wife? Perhaps. Some-
times no mention at all—a ghost of a
wife. They escorted Muriel to musical
events, an interest in music being the
ready excuse. Sometimes there was
even a performing child, to act as
chaperon. They took her to dinners in
restaurants in distant towns. They were
referred to as friends. Millicent de-
fended her. How could there be any
harm when it was all so out in the
open? But it wasn’t, quite, and it would
all end in misunderstandings, harsh
words, unkindness. A wife on the
phone. Miss Snow, I am sorry we are
cancelling— Or simply silence. A date
not kept, a note not answered, a name
never to be mentioned again.

“I don’t expect so much,” Muriel
said. “I expect a friend to be a friend.
Then they hightail it off at the first
whiff of trouble, after saying they would
always stand up for me. Why is that?”

“Well, you know, Muriel,” Millicent
said once, “a wife is a wife. It’s all well
and good to have friends, but a mar-
riage is a marriage.”

Muriel blew up at that—she said
that Millicent thought the worst of
her, like everybody else, and was she
never to be permitted to have a good
time, an innocent good time? She banged
the door and ran her car over the calla
lilies, surely on purpose. For a day
Millicent’s face was blotchy from
weeping. But enmity did not last and
Muriel was back, tearful as well, and
taking blame on herself.

“I was a fool from the start,” she
said, and went into the front room to
play the piano. Millicent got to know

THE BUTCHER’S SON

Mr. Pierce the butcher

Got news his son was missing

About a month before

The closing of the war.

A bald man, tall and careful,

He stood in his shop and found

No bottom to his sadness,

Nowhere for it to stop.

When my aunt came through the door,

Delivering the milk,

He spoke, with his quiet air
Of a considerate teacher,
But words weren’t up to it;
He turned back to the meat.

The message was in error.
Later that humid summer,
At a local high-school féte,
I saw, returned, the son

Still in his uniform.

Mr. Pierce was not there

But was as if implied

In the son who looked like him,
Except he had red hair.

For I recall him well,
Encircled by his friends,
Beaming a life charged now
Doubly because restored,

And recall also how

Within his hearty smile

His lips contained his father’s,
Like a light within the light
That he turned everywhere.

the pattern. When Muriel was happy
and had a new friend she played
mournful, tender songs, like “The
Flowers of the Forest.” Or:

She dressed herself in male attire,
And gaily she was dressed—

Then, when she was disappointed,
she came down hard and fast on the
keys, and she sang scornfully some
such song as “Bonnie Dundee.”

To the Lords of Convention
"Twas Claverhouse spoke,
Ere the King’s head go down
There are heads to be broke!

OMETIMES Millicent asked

people to supper (though not the
Finnegans or the Nesbitts or the
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Douds), and then she liked to ask
Dorrie and Muriel as well. Dorrie was
a help in washing up the pots and pans
afterward, and Muriel could entertain
on the piano.

A couple of years after Albert died,
Millicent asked the Anglican minister
to come on Sunday, after Evensong,
and bring the friend she had heard was
staying with him. The Anglican min-
ister was a bachelor, but Muriel had
given up on him early. Neither fish
nor fow], she said. Too bad. Millicent
liked him, chiefly for his voice. She
had been brought up an Anglican, and
though she’d switched to United, which
was what Porter said he was (so was
everybody else, so were all the impor-
tant and substantial people in the town),
she still favored Anglican customs.
Evensong, the church bell, the choir
coming up the aisle in meagre state,
singing—instead of just all clumping
in together and sitting down. Best of



all, the words. But thou, O Lord, have
mercy upon us, miserable offenders. Spare
thou them, O God, which confess their
faults. Restore thou them that are
penitent; According to thy promises. . . .

Porter went with her once and hat-
ed it.

Preparations for this evening’s sup-
per were considerable. The damask
was brought out, the silver serving
spoon, the black dessert plates painted
by hand with pansies. The cloth had
to be pressed and all the silverware
polished, and then there was the ap-
prehension that a tiny smear of polish
might remain, a gray gum on the tines
of a fork or among the grapes round
the rim of the wedding teapot. All day
Sunday Millicent was torn between
pleasure and agony, hope and sus-
pense. The things that could go wrong
multiplied. The Bavarian cream might
not set (they had no refrigerator yet
and had to chill things in summer by
setting them on the cellar floor). The
angel-food cake might not rise to its
full glory. If it did rise, it might be dry.
The biscuits might taste of tainted
flour or a beetle might crawl out of the
salad. By five o’clock she was in such
a state of tension and misgiving that
nobody could stay in the kitchen with
her. Muriel had arrived early, to help
out, but she had not chopped the po-
tatoes finely enough, and had managed
to scrape her knuckles while grating
carrots, so she was told off for being
useless and sent to play the piano.

Muriel was dressed up in turquoise
crépe and smelled of her Spanish per-
fume. She might have written off the
minister but she had not seen his visitor
yet. A bachelor, perhaps, or a widow-
er, since he was travelling alone. Rich,
or he would not be travelling at all, not
so far. He came from England, people
said. Someone said no, Australia.

She was trying to get up the “Polovt-
sian Dances.”

Dorrie was late. It threw a crimp in
things. The jellied salad had to be
taken down cellar again, lest it should
soften. The biscuits put to warm in the
oven had to be taken out, for fear of
their getting too hard. The three men
sat on the veranda—the meal was to
be eaten there, buffet style—and drank
fizzy lemonade. Millicent had seen
what drink did in her own family—
her father had died of it when she was
ten—and she had required a promise
from Porter, before they married, that

he would never touch it again. Of
course he did—he kept a bottle in the
granary—but when he drank he kept
his distance, and she truly believed the
promise had been kept. This was a
fairly common pattern, at that time, at
least among farmers—drinking in the
barn, abstinence in the house. Most
men would have felt there was some-
thing the matter with a woman who
didn’t lay down such a law.

But Muriel, when she came out on
the veranda in her high heels and
slinky crépe, cried out at once, “Oh,
my favorite drink! Gin and lemon!”
She took a sip and pouted at Porter.
“You did it again. You forgot the gin
again” Then she teased the minister,
asking if he didn’t have a flask in his
pocket. The minister was gallant, or
perhaps made reckless by boredom. He
said he wished he had.

The visitor who rose to be intro-
duced was tall and thin and sallow,
with a face that seemed to hang in
pleats, precise and melancholy. Muriel
did not give way to disappointment.
She sat down beside him and tried in
a most spirited way to get him into
conversation. She told him about her
music teaching and was scathing about
the local choirs and musicians. She did
not spare the Anglicans, telling about
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the Sunday-school concert when the
master of ceremonies announced that
she would play a piece by Chopin,
pronouncing it “Choppin.”

Porter had done the chores early
and washed and changed into his suit,
but he kept looking uneasily toward
the barnyard, as if recalling something
that was left undone. One of the cows
was bawling loudly in the field, and at
last he excused himself to go and see
what was wrong with her. He found
that her calf had got caught in the wire
fence and managed to strangle itself.
He did not speak of this loss when he
came back with newly washed hands.
“Calf caught up in the fence” was all
he said. But he connected the mishap
somehow with this entertainment, with
dressing up and having to eat off your
knees. It was not natural.

“Those cows are as bad as chil-
dren,” Millicent said. “Always want-
ing your attention at the wrong time!”
Her own children, fed earlier, peered
from between the bannisters to watch
the food being carried to the veranda.
“I think we will have to commence
without Dorrie. You men must be
starving. This is just a simple little
buffet. We sometimes enjoy eating
outside on a Sunday evening.”

“Commence, commence!” cried Mur-
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iel, who had helped to carry out the
various dishes—the potato salad, car-
rot salad, jellied salad, cabbage salad,
the devilled eggs and cold roast chicken,
the salmon loaf and warm biscuits, and
the relishes. Just when they had ev-
erything set out, Dorrie came around
the side of the house, looking warm
from her walk across the field, or from
excitement. She was wearing her good
summer dress, a navy-blue organdie
with white dots and white collar, suit-
able for a little girl or an old lady.
Threads showed where she had pulled
the torn lace off the collar instead of
mending it, and in spite of the hot day
a rim of undershirt was hanging out
of one sleeve. Her shoes had been so
recently and sloppily cleaned that they
left traces of whitener on the grass.

“I would have been on time,” Dorrie
said, “but I had to shoot a feral cat.
She was prowling around my house
and carrying on so, I was convinced
she was rabid.”

Dorrie had wet her hair and crimped
it into place with bobby pins. With
that, and her pink, shiny face, she
looked like a doll with a china head
and limbs attached to a cloth body
firmly stuffed with straw.

“I thought at first she might have
been in heat, but she didn’t really be-
have that way. She didn’t do any of the
rubbing along on her stomach such as
I’m used to seeing. And I noticed some
spitting. So I thought the only thing
to do was to shoot her. Then I put her
in a sack and called up Fred Nunn to
see if he would run
her over to Walley,
to the vet. I want to
know if she really was
rabid, and Fred al-
ways likes the excuse
to get out in his car.
I told him to leave
the sack on the step if
the vet wasn’t home
on a Sunday night.”

“l wonder what
he’ll think it is?” said
Muriel. “A present?”

“No. I pinned on a
note, in case. There
was definite spitting
and dribbling.” Dorrie
touched her own face
to show where the
dribbling had been.
“Are you enjoying
your visit here?” she

said to the minister, who had been in
town for three years and had been the
one to bury her brother.

“It is Mr. Speirs who is the visitor,
Dorrie,” said Millicent. Dorrie acknow!-
edged the introduction and seemed
unembarrassed by her mistake. She
said that the reason she took the ani-
mal for a feral cat was that its coat was
all matted and hideous, and she thought
that a feral cat would never come near
the house unless it was rabid.

“But I will put an explanation in
the paper, just in case. I will be sorry
if it is anybody’s pet. I lost my own pet
three months ago—my dog, Delilah.
She was struck down by a car.”

It was strange to hear that dog
called a pet, that big black Delilah who
used to lollop along with Dorrie all
over the countryside, who tore across
the fields in such savage glee to attack
cars. Dorrie had not been distraught at
the death; indeed, she had said she had
expected it someday. But now, to hear
her say “pet,” Millicent thought there
might have been grief she didn’t show.

“Come and fill up your plate or we’ll
all have to starve,” Muriel said to Mr.
Speirs. “You’re the guest, you have to
go first. If the egg yolks look dark, it’s
just what the hens have been eating—
they won’t poison you. I grated the
carrots for that salad myself, so if you
notice some blood it’s just where I got
a little too enthusiastic and grated in
some skin off my knuckles. I had better
shut up now or Millicent will kill me.”

And Millicent was laughing an-

“Great-looking tiel”
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grily, saying, “Oh, they are not! Oh,
you did not!”

Mr. Speirs had paid close attention
to everything Dorrie said. Maybe that
was what had made Muriel so saucy.
Millicent thought that perhaps he saw
Dorrie as a novelty, a Canadian wild
woman who went around shooting
things. He might be studying her so
that he could go home and describe her
to his friends in England.

Dorrie kept quiet while eating, and
she ate quite a lot. Mr. Speirs ate a lot,
too— M illicent was happy to see that—
and he appeared to be a silent person
at all times. The minister kept the
conversation going by describing a book
he was reading. It was called “The
Oregon Trail.”

“Terrible, the hardships,” he said.

Millicent said she had heard of it.
“I have some cousins living out in
Oregon, but I cannot remember the
name of the town,” she said. “I won-
der if they went on that trail.”

The minister said that if they went
out a hundred years ago it was most
probable.

“Oh, I wouldn’t think it was that
long,” Millicent said. “Their name
was Rafferty.”

“Man the name of Rafferty used to
race pigeons,” said Porter, with sud-
den energy. “This was way back, when
there was more of that kind of thing.
There was money going on it, too.
Well, he said the problem with the
pigeons’ house, they don’t go in right
away, and that means they don’t trip
the wire and don’t get
counted in. So he took
an egg one of his pi-
geons was on, and he
blew it clear, and he
put a beetle inside.
And the beetle inside
made such a racket
the pigeon naturally
thought she had an
egg getting ready to
hatch. And she flew
a beeline home and
tripped the wire, and
all the ones that bet
on her made a lot of
money. Him, too, of
course. In fact, this
was over in Ireland,
and this man that told
the story, that was how
he got the money to
come out to Canada.”
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Millicent didn’t believe that the man’s
name had been Rafferty at all. That
had just been an excuse.

“So you keep a gun in the house?”
said the minister to Dorrie. “Does that
mean you are worried about tramps
and suchlike?”

Dorrie put down her knife and fork,
chewed something up carefully, and
swallowed. “I keep it for shooting,”
she said.

After a pause she said that she shot
groundhogs and rabbits. She took the
groundhogs over to the other side of
town and sold them to the mink farm.
She skinned the rabbits and stretched
the skins, then sold them to a place in
Walley which did a big trade with the
tourists. She enjoyed fried or boiled
rabbit meat but could not possibly eat
it all herself, so she often took a rabbit
carcass, cleaned and skinned, around
to some family that was on relief.
Many times her offering was refused.
People thought it was as bad as eating
a dog or a cat. Though even that, she
believed, was not considered out of the
way in China.

“That is true,” said Mr. Speirs. “I
have eaten them both.”

“Well, then, you know,” said Dorrie.
“People are prejudiced.”

He asked about the skins, saying
they must have to be removed very
carefully, and Dorrie said that was
true, and you needed a knife you could
trust. She described with pleasure the
first clean slit down the belly. “Even
more difficult with the muskrats, be-
cause you have to be more careful with
the fur, it is more valuable,” she said.
“It is a denser fur. Waterproof.”

“You do not shoot the muskrats?”
said Mr. Speirs.

No, no, said Dorrie. She trapped
them. Trapped them, yes, said Mr.
Speirs, and Dorrie described her fa-
vorite trap, on which she had made
little improvements of her own. She
had thought of taking out a patent but
had never gotten around to it. She
spoke about the spring watercourses,
the system of creeks she followed,
tramping for miles day after day, after
the snow was mostly melted but before
the leaves came out, when the musk-
rats’ fur was prime. Millicent knew
that Dorrie did these things, but she
had thought she did them to get a little
money. T'o hear her talk now, it would
seem she loved that life. The blackflies
out already, the cold water over her

“I have a feeling that today’s going to be in
most biographies of me.”

boot tops, the drowned rats. And Mr.
Speirs listened like an old dog, perhaps
a hunting dog, that has been sitting
with his eyes half shut, just prevented,
by his own good opinion of himself,
from falling into an unmannerly stu-
por. Now he has got a whiff of some-
thing—his eyes open all the way and
his nose quivers as he remembers some
day of recklessness and dedication.
How many miles did she cover in a
day, Mr. Speirs asked, and how high
is the water, how much do the musk-
rats weigh and how many could you
count on in a day and for muskrats is
it still the same sort of knife?

Muriel asked the minister for a
cigarette and got one, smoked for a few
moments, and stubbed it out in the mid-
dle of her dish of the Bavarian cream.
“So I won’t eat it and get fat,” she said.
She got up and started to help clear the
dishes, but soon ended up at the piano,
back at the “Polovtsian Dances.”

Millicent was pleased that there was
conversation with the guest, though its
attraction mystified her. Also, the food
had been good and there had not been
any humiliation—no queer taste or
sticky cup handle.

“I had thought the trappers were all
up north,” said Mr. Speirs. “I thought
that they were beyond the Arctic Circle
or at least on the Precambrian shield.”

“I used to have an idea of going

there,” Dorrie said. Her voice thick-
ened for the first time, with embarrass-
ment—or excitement. “I thought I
could live in a cabin and trap all
winter. But I had my brother. I couldn’t
leave my brother. And I know it here.”

ATE in the winter Dorrie arrived
at Millicent’s house with a large
piece of white satin. She said that she
intended to make a wedding dress.
That was the first anybody had heard
of a wedding—she said it would be in
May—or learned the first name of Mr.
Speirs. It was Wilkinson. Wilkie.

When and where had Dorrie seen
him, since that supper on the veranda?

Nowhere. He had gone off to Aus-
tralia, where he had property. Letters
had gone back and forth between them.

Millicent’s questions drew out a little
more information. Wilkie had been
born in England but was now an
Australian. He had travelled all over
the world, climbed mountains, and
gone up a river into the jungle. In
Africa, or South America— Dorrie was
not sure which.

“He thinks I am adventurous,” said
Dorrie, as if to answer an unspoken
question about as to what he saw in
her.

_ “And is he in love with you?” said
Millicent. It was she who blushed
then, not Dorrie. But Dorrie, unblush-
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ing, unfidgeting, was like a column of
heat, bare and concentrated. Millicent
had an awful thought of her naked, so
that she hardly heard what Dorrie
said. She amended the question to
what she believed she had meant: “Will
he be good to you?”

“Oh—yes,” said Dorrie, rather care-
lessly.

Sheets were laid down on the din-
ing-room floor, with the dining table
pushed against the wall. The satin was
spread out over them. Its broad, bright
extent, its shining vulnerability, cast a
hush over the whole house. The chil-
dren came, only to stare at it, and
Millicent shouted to them to clear off.
She was afraid to cut into it. And
Dorrie, who could so easily slit the
skin of an animal, laid the scissors
down. She confessed to shaking hands.

A call was put in to Muriel, to drop
by after school. She clapped her hand
to her heart when she heard the news,
and called Dorrie a slyboots, a Cleopatra
who had fascinated a millionaire.

“I bet he’s a millionaire,” Muriel
said. “Property in Australia—what does
that mean? I bet it’s not a pig farm! All
I can hope is maybe he’ll have a
brother. Oh, Dorrie, am I so mean I
didn’t even say congratulations?”

She gave Dorrie lavish, loud kisses—
Dorrie standing still for them, as if she
were five years old.

Dorrie said that she and Mr. Speirs
planned to go through “a form of
marriage.” What do you mean, said

Millicent, do you mean a marriage
ceremony, is that what you mean?—
and Dorrie said yes.

Muriel made the first cut into the
satin, saying that somebody had to do
it, though maybe if she were doing it
again it wouldn’t be in quite that place.

Soon they got used to mistakes.
Mistakes and rectifications. Late every
afternoon, when Muriel got there, they
tackled a new stage—the cutting, the
pinning, the basting, the sewing—with
clenched teeth and grim rallying cries.
They had to alter the pattern as they
went along, to allow for problems
unforeseen, such as the tight set of a
sleeve, the bunching of the heavy satin
at the waist, the eccentricities of Dorrie’s
figure. Dorrie was a menace at the job,
so they set her to sweeping up scraps
and filling the bobbin. Whenever she
sat at the sewing machine she clamped
her tongue between her teeth. Some-
times she had nothing tw do, and she
walked from room to room in Millicent’s
house, stopping to stare out the win-
dows at the snow and sleet, the long-
drawn-out end of winter. Or she stood
like a docile beast in her woollen under-
wear, which smelled quite frankly of
her flesh, while they pulled and tugged
the material around her.

Muriel had taken charge of the
clothes. She knew what there had to
be. There had to be more than a wed-
ding dress. There had to be a going-
away outfit, and a wedding nightgown
and a matching dressing gown, and of

“Has it ever occurred to you just to say, ‘Hey, I quit. I don’t
you ju a2 Y, 1 g

want to be a part of the food chain anymore
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course an entire new supply of under-
wear. Silk stockings, and a brassiere—
the first that Dorrie had ever worn.

Dorrie had not known about any of
that. “I considered the wedding dress
as the major hurdle,” she said. “I
could not think beyond it.”

The snow melted, the creeks filled
up, the muskrats would be swimming
in the cold water, sleek and sporty,
with their treasure on their backs. If
Dorrie thought of her traps she did not
say so. The only walk she took these
days was across the field from her
house to Millicent’s.

Made bold by experience, Muriel
cut out a dressmaker suit of fine russet
wool, and a lining. She was letting her
choir rehearsals go all to pot.

Millicent had to think about the
wedding luncheon. It was to be held
in the Brunswick Hotel. But who was
there to invite, except the minister?
Lots of people knew Dorrie, but they
knew her as the lady who left skinned
rabbits on doorsteps, who went through
the fields and the woods with her dog
and gun and waded along the flooded
creeks in her high rubber boots. Few
people knew anything about the old
Becks, though all remembered Albert
and had liked him. Dorrie was not
quite a joke—something protected her
from that, either Albert’s popularity or
her own gruffness and dignity—but
the news of her wedding had roused
a lot of interest, not exactly of a sym-
pathetic nature. Her marriage was being
spoken of as a freakish event, mildly
scandalous, possibly a hoax. Porter
said that bets were being laid on whether
the man would show up.

Finally, Millicent recalled some
cousins, who had come to Albert’s
funeral. Ordinary, respectable people.
Dorrie had their addresses, invitations
were sent. Then the Nunn brothers
from the grocery, whom Albert had
worked for, and their wives. A couple
of Albert’s lawn-bowling friends and
their wives. The people who owned
the mink farm where Dorrie sold her
groundhogs? The woman from the bake-
shop who was going to ice the cake?

The cake was being made at home,
then taken to the shop to be iced by the
woman who had got a diploma in cake
decorating from a place in Chicago. It
would be covered with white roses,
lacy scallops, hearts and garlands and
silver leaves and those tiny silver can-
dies you can break your tooth on.
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Meanwhile it had to be mixed and
baked, and this was where Dorrie’s
strong arms could come into play,
stirring and stirring a mixture so stiff
it appeared to be all candied fruit and
raisins and currants with a little gin-
gery batter holding everything together
like glue. When Dorrie got the big
bowl against her stomach and took up
the beating spoon, Millicent heard the
first satisfied sigh to come out of her
in a long while.

Mouriel decided that there had to be
a maid of honor. Or a matron of
honor. It could not be her, because she
would be playing the organ. “O Per-
fect Love.” And the Mendelssohn.

It would have to be Millicent. Muriel
would not take no for an answer. She
brought over an evening dress of her
own, a long sky-blue dress, which she
ripped open at the waist—how confi-
dent and cavalier she was by now,
about dressmaking!—and she proposed
a lace midriff, of darker blue, with a
matching lace bolero. It will look like
new and suit you to a T, she said.

Millicent laughed when she first
tried it on, and she said, “There’s a
sight to scare the pigeons!” But she
was pleased. She and Porter had not
had much of a wedding—they had just
gone to the rectory, deciding to put the
money saved into furniture. “I suppose
I’ll need some kind of thingamajig,”
she said. “Something on my head.”

“Her veil” cried Muriel. “What
about Dorrie’s veil? We’ve been con-
centrating so much on wedding dresses,
we’ve forgotten all about a veil!”

Dorrie spoke up unexpectedly and
said that she would never wear a veil.
She could not stand to have one draped
over her, it would feel like cobwebs.
Her use of the word “cobwebs” gave
Muriel and Millicent a start, because
there were jokes being made about
cobwebs in other places.

“She’s right,” said Muriel. “A veil
would be too much.” She considered
what else. A wreath of flowers? No, too
much again. A picture hat? Yes, get an
old summer hat and cover it with white
satin. Then get another and cover it
with the dark-blue lace.

“Here is the menu,” said Millicent
dubiously. “Creamed chicken in pastry
shells, little round biscuits, molded
jellies, that salad with the apples and
the walnuts, pink and white ice cream
with the cake—"

Thinking of the cake, Muriel said,

“Does he by any chance have a sword,
Dorrie?”

Dorrie said, “Who?”

“Wilkie. Your Wilkie. Does he
have a sword?”’

“What would he have a sword for?”
Millicent said.

“I just thought he might,” said
Muriel.

“I cannot enlighten you,” said Dorrie.

Then there was a moment in which
they all fell silent, because they had to
think of the bridegroom. They had to
admit him to the room and set him
down in the midst of all this. Picture
hats. Creamed chicken. Silver leaves.
They were stricken with doubts. At
least Millicent was, and Muriel. They
hardly dared to look at each other.

“I just thought since he was En-
glish, or whatever he is,” said Muriel.

Millicent said, “He is a fine man,

anyway.”

THE wedding was set for the sec-
ond Saturday in May. Mr. Speirs
was to arrive on the Wednesday and
stay with the minister. The Sunday
before, Dorrie was supposed to come
over to have supper with Millicent and
Porter. Muriel was there, too. Dorrie
didn’t arrive, and they went ahead and
started without her.

Millicent stood up in the middle of
the meal. “I’m going over there,” she
said. “She’d better be sharper than this
getting to her wedding.”

“I can keep you company,” said
Muriel.

Millicent said no thanks. Two might
make it worse.

Make what worse?

She didn’t know.

She went across the field by herself.

It was a warm evening, and the back
door of Dorrie’s house was standing
open. Between the house and where
the barn used to be there was a grove
of walnut trees, whose branches were
still bare, since walnut trees are among
the very latest to get their leaves. The
hot sunlight pouring through bare
branches seemed unnatural. Her feet
did not make any sound on the grass.

And there on the back platform was
Albert’s old armchair, never taken in
all winter.

What was in her mind was that Dor-
rie might have had an accident. Some-
thing to do with a gun. Maybe while
cleaning her gun. That happened to peo-
ple. Or she might be lying out in a field
somewhere, lying in the woods among
the old, dead leaves and the new leeks
and bloodroot. Tripped while getting over
a fence. Had to go out one last time.
And then, after all the safe times, the
gun had gone off. Millicent had never
had any such fears for Dorrie before,
and she knew that in some ways Dorrie
was very careful and competent. It
must be that what had happened this
year made anything seem possible. The
proposed marriage, such wild luck, could
make you believe in calamity also.

But it was not an accident that
was on Millicent’s mind. Not really.
Under this busy, fearful imagining
of accidents, she hid what she really
feared.

She called Dorrie’s name at the open
door. And so prepared was she for an
answering silence, the evil silence and
indifference of a house lately vacated
by somebody who had met with disas-
ter (or not vacated, yet, by the body of
the person who had met with, who had
brought about, that disaster)—so pre-
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MR. COGITO AND A POET OF A CERTAIN AGE

|
A poet after the prime of life
a peculiar phenomenon

2
he looks at himself in the mirror
he breaks the mirror

3

on a moonless night

he drowns his birth certificate
in a black pond

4
he watches the young
imitates the way they swing their hips

5

he chairs a meeting

of independent T'rotskyites
incites them to acts of arson

6

he writes letters

to the President of the Solar System
full of intimate confessions

7
the poet of a certain age
in the middle of an uncertain age

8
instead of cultivating
pansies and onomatopoeias

he plants prickly exclamations
invectives and treatises

9

he reads one after the other
Isaiah and “Das Kapital”
then in the fervor of discussion
confuses his quotations

10

a poet at an unclear time of life

between departing Eros

and Thanatos who has not yet risen
from his stone

]

he smokes hashish

but does not see

infinity

or flowers

or waterfalls

he sees a procession

of hooded monks

climbing a rocky mountain
with extinguished torches

12

the poet of a certain age
remembers his warm childhood
his exuberant youth

inglorious manhood

13
he plays
the game of Freud

he plays

the game of hope

he plays

at the red and black

he plays

at flesh and bones

he plays and loses

he bursts out with insincere laughter

14

only now does he understand his father
he cannot forgive his sister

who ran away with an actor

he envies his younger brother

bent over the photograph of his mother
he tries once more

to persuade her to conceive

15

his dreams

pubertal not serious

the priest from catechism
protruding objects

and the unattainable Jadzia

16

at dawn he looks

at his hand

he is surprised by his own skin
similar to bark

17
against the young blue sky
the white tree of his veins
—ZBIGNIEW HERBERT

(Translated, from the Polish, by John and Bogdana Carpenter.)

pared was she for the worst that she
was shocked, she went watery in the
knees, at the sight of Dorrie herself in
her old field pants and shirt.

“We were waiting for you,” Millicent
said. “We were waiting for you to
come to supper.”

Dorrie said, “I must’ve lost track of
the time.”

“Oh, have all your clocks stopped?”
said Millicent, recovering her nerve as
she was led through the back hall with
its familiar, mysterious debris. She could
smell cooking.

The kitchen was dark because of

the big, unruly lilac pressing against
the window. Dorrie used the house’s
original wood-burning cookstove, and
she had one of those old kitchen
tables with drawers for the knives and
forks. It was a relief to see that the
calendar on the wall was for this year.

Yes—Dorrie was cooking some sup-
per. She was in the middle of chopping
up a purple onion, to add to the bits of
bacon and sliced potatoes she had fry-
ing up in the pan. So much for losing
track of the time.

“You go ahead,” said Millicent.
“Go ahead and make your meal. I did
get something to eat before I took it
into my head to go and look for you.”

“I made tea,” said Dorrie. It was

keeping warm on the back of the
stove, and when she poured it out it
was like ink.

“I can’t leave,” she said, prying up
some of the bacon that was sputtering
in the pan. “I can’t leave here.”

Millicent decided to treat this as she
would a child’s announcement that she
could not go to school.

“Well, that'll be a nice piece of
news for Mr. Speirs,” she said. “When
he has come all this way.”

Dorrie leaned back as the grease
became fractious.

“Better move that off the heat a bit,”
Millicent said.

“I can’t leave.”

“I heard that before.”

Dorrie finished her cooking and
scooped the results onto a plate. She
added ketchup and a couple of thick
slices of bread soaked in the grease that



was left in the pan. She sat down to
eat, and did not speak.

Millicent was sitting, too, waiting her
out. Finally she said, “Give a reason.”

Dorrie shrugged and chewed.

“Maybe you know something I
don’t,” Millicent said. “What have
you found out? Is he poor?”

Dorrie shook her head. “Rich,” she
said.

So, Muriel was right.

“A lot of women would give their
eyeteeth.”

“I don’t care about that,” Dorrie
said. She chewed and swallowed and
repeated, “I don’t care.”

Millicent had to take a chance, though
it embarrassed her. “If you are think-
ing about what I think you may be
thinking about, then it could be that
you are worried over nothing. A
lot of the time when they get older they
don’t even want to bother.”

“Oh, it isn’t that! I know all about
that.”

Oh, do you, thought Millicent, and
if so, how? Dorrie might imagine she
knew, from animals. Millicent had
sometimes thought that no woman
would get married, if she really knew.

Nevertheless, she said, “Marriage
takes you out of yourself and gives you
a real life.”

“I have a life,” Dorrie said. “Per-
haps I am not adventurous,” she added.

“All right, then,” said Millicent, as
if she had given up arguing. She sat
and drank her poison tea. She was
getting an inspiration. She let time pass
and then she said, “It’s up to you, it
certainly is. But there is a problem
about where you will live. You can’t
live here. When Porter and I found
out you were getting married we put
this place on the market, and we
sold it.”

Dorrie said instantly, “You’re lying.”

“We didn’t want it standing empty
to make a haven for tramps. We went
ahead and sold it.”

“You would never do such a trick
on me.”

“What kind of a trick would it be
when you were getting married?”

Millicent was already believing what
she said. Soon it could come true. They
could offer the place at a low enough
price, and somebody would buy it. It
could still be fixed up. Or it could be
torn down, for the bricks and the
woodwork. Porter would be glad to be
rid of it
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“I just heard some interesting news. The world
is going to the dogs.”

Dorrie said, “You would not put me
out of my house.”

Millicent kept quiet.

“You are lying, aren’t you?” said
Dorrie.

“Give me your Bible,” Millicent
said. “I will swear on it.”

Dorrie actually looked around. She
said, “I don’t know where it is.”

“Dorrie, listen. All of this is for
your own good. It may seem like I am
pushing you out, but all it is is making
you do what you are not quite up to
doing on your own.”

“Oh,” said Dorrie. “Why?”

Because the wedding cake is made,
thought Millicent, and the satin dress
is made, and the luncheon has been
ordered and the invitations have been
sent. All this trouble that has been
gone to. People might say that was a
silly reason, but those who said that
would not be the people who had gone
to the trouble. It was not fair, to have
your best efforts squandered.

But it was more than that, for she
believed what she had said, telling
Dorrie that this was how she could
have a life. And what did Dorrie mean
by “here”? If she meant that she would
be homesick, let her be! Homesickness
was never anything you couldn’t get
over. Millicent was not going to pay
any attention to that “here.” Nobody
had any business living a life out
“here” if they had been offered what
Dorrie had. It was a kind of sin, to
refuse such an offer. Out of stub-

bornness, out of fearfulness, and idiocy.

She had begun to get the feeling that
Dorrie was cornered. Dorrie might be
giving up, or letting the idea of giving
up seep through her. Perhaps. She sat
as still as a stump, but there was a
chance such a stump might be pulpy
within.

But it was Millicent who began
suddenly to weep. “Oh, Dorrie,” she
said. “Don’t be stupid?”” They both got
up and grabbed hold of each other, and
then Dorrie had to do the comforting,
patting and soothing in a magisterial
way, while Millicent wept, and re-
peated some words that did not hang
together. Happy. Help. Ridiculous.

“I will look after Albert,” she said,
when she had calmed down some-
what. “I’ll put flowers. And I won’t
mention this to Muriel Snow. Or to
Porter. Nobody needs to know.”

Dorrie said nothing. She seemed a
little lost, absent-minded, as if she was
busy turning something over and over,
resigning herself to the weight and
strangeness of it.

“That tea is awful,” said Millicent.
“Can’t we make some that’s fit to
drink?” She went to throw the contents
of her cup into the slop pail.

There stood Dorrie in the dim
window light—mulish, obedient, child-
ish, female—a most mysterious and
maddening person, whom Millicent
seemed now to have conquered, to be
sending away. At greater cost to her-
self, Millicent was thinking—greater
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cost than she had understood. She tried
to engage Dorrie in a sombre but
encouraging look, cancelling her fit of
tears. She said, “The die is cast.”

DORRIE walked to her wedding.
Nobody had known that she in-
tended to do that. When Porter and
Millicent stopped the car in front of
her house, to pick her up, Millicent
was still anxious. “Honk the horn,”
she said. “She better be ready now.”

Porter said, “Isn’t that her down
ahead?”

It was. She was wearing a light-
gray coat of Albert’s over her satin
dress and was carrying her picture hat
in one hand, a bunch of lilacs in the
other. They stopped the car and she
said, “No. I want the exercise. It will
clear out my head.”

They had no choice but to drive on
and wait at the church and see her
approaching down the street, people
coming out of shops to look, a few cars
honking sportively, people waving and
calling out, “Here comes the bride!”
As she got closer to the church she
stopped and removed Albert’s coat, and
then she was gleaming, miraculous,
like the pillar of salt in the Bible.

Muriel was inside the church, play-
ing the organ, so she did not have to
realize, at this last moment, that they
had forgotten all about gloves and that
Dorrie clutched the woody stems of the
lilac in her bare hands. Mr. Speirs had
been in the church, too, but he had
come out, breaking all rules, leaving
the minister to stand there on his own.
He was as lean and yellow and wolfish
as Millicent remembered, but when he
saw Dorrie fling the old coat into the
back of Porter’s car and settle the hat
on her head—M illicent had to run up
and fix it right—he appeared nobly
satisfied. Millicent had a picture of
him and Dorrie mounted high, mounted
on elephants, panoplied, borne cum-
brously forward, adventuring. A vi-
sion. She was filled with optimism and
relief and she whispered to Dorrie,
“He’ll take you everywhere! He’ll make

you a queen!”
“I HAVE grown as fat as the Queen
of Tonga,” wrote Dorrie from
Australia, some years on. A photo-
graph showed that she was not exag-
gerating. Her hair was white, her skin
brown, as if all her freckles had got
loose and run together. She wore a vast

garment, colored like tropical flowers.
The war had come and put an end to
any idea of travelling, and then when
it was over Wilkie was dying. Dorrie
stayed on, in Queensland, on a great
property where she grew sugarcane
and pineapples, cotton, peanuts, to-
bacco. She rode horses, in spite of her
size, and had learned to fly an airplane.
She took up some travels of her own
in that part of the world. She had shot
crocodiles. She died in the fifties, in
New Zealand, climbing up to look at
a volcano.

Millicent told everybody what she
had said she would not mention. She
took credit, naturally. She recalled her
inspiration, her stratagem, with no
apologies. “Somebody had to take the
bull by the horns,” she said. She felt
that she was the creator of a life—
more effectively, in Dorrie’s case, than
in the case of her own children. She
had created happiness, or something
close. She forgot the way she had wept
without knowing why.

The wedding had its effect on Muriel.
She handed in her resignation, she
went off to Alberta. “I'll give it a
year,” she said. And within a year she
had found a husband—not the sort of
man she had ever had anything to do
with in the past. A widower with two
small children. A Christian minister.
Millicent wondered at Muriel’s de-
scribing him that way. Weren’t all
ministers Christian? When they came
back for a visit—by this time there
were two more children, their own—
she saw the point of the description.
Smoking and drinking and swearing
were out, and so was wearing makeup,
and the kind of music that Muriel used
to play. She played hymns now—the
sort she had once made fun of. She
wore any color at all and had a bad
permanent—her hair, going gray,
stood up from her forehead in frizzy
bunches. “A lot of my former life turns
my stomach—just to think about it,”
she said, and Millicent got the impres-
sion that she and Porter were seen

mostly as belonging to those stomach-
turning times.

HE house was not sold or rented.

It was not torn down, either, and
its construction was so sound that it did
not readily give way. It was capable of
standing for years and years and pre-
senting a plausible appearance. A tree
of cracks can branch out among the
bricks, but the wall does not fall down.
Window sashes settle, at an angle, but
the window does not fall out. The
doors were locked, but it was probable
that children got in and wrote things
on the walls and broke up the crockery
that Dorrie had left behind. Millicent
never went in to see.

There was a thing that Dorrie and
Albert used to do, and then Dorrie did
alone. It must have started when they
were children. Every year, in the fall,
they—and then, she—collected up all
the walnuts that had fallen off the
trees. They kept going, collecting fewer
and fewer walnuts every day, until
they were fairly sure that they had got
the last, or the next-to-last, one. Then
they counted them, and they wrote the
total on the cellar wall. The date, the
year, the total. The walnuts were not
used for anything once they were
collected. They were just dumped along
the edge of the field and allowed to rot.

Millicent did not continue this use-
less chore. She had plenty of other chores
to do, and plenty for her children to
do. But at the time of year when the
walnuts were lying in the long grass
she would think of that custom, and
how Dorrie must have expected to
keep it up until she died. A life of
customs, of seasons. The walnuts drop,
the muskrats swim in the creek. Dorrie
must have believed that she was meant
to live so, in her reasonable eccentric-
ity, her manageable loneliness. Prob-
ably she would have got another dog.

But I would not allow that, thinks Mil-
licent. She would not allow it, and sure-
ly she was right. She has lived to be an
old lady, she is living yet, though Porter
has been dead for decades. She doesn’t
often notice the house. It is just there. But
once in a while she does see its cracked
face and the blank, slanted windows.
The walnut trees behind, losing again,
again, their delicate canopy of leaves.

I ought to knock that down and sell
the bricks, she says, and seems puzzled
that she has not already done so.

—Avrice Munro



